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 ACE Research Vignette: Does firm location make a difference to the export 
performance of SME’s? 
 
This series of research vignettes is aimed at sharing current and interesting research findings from our team of 
international Entrepreneurship researchers. This vignette, written by Mr. Darren Kavanagh and Professor Per Davidsson, 
deals with export capacity of Australian SMEs. 
 
Background and Research Question 
 
The increasing globalisation of markets has given SME’s a chance to internationalise. This addresses SME export 
performance from a localisation perspective. The question is addressed, as depicted in Figure 1: 
Does firm location impact on a firm’s ability to develop export-related resources and capabilities, which in turn impacts 
export performance? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: The relationship between location of a SME and its level of exports 
 
How was this investigated? 
 
This study involved collecting qualitative data from an expert panel of government trade advisors, as well as managers of 
SME exporters in Australian (Queensland-based) regional and metropolitan areas. It is hoped that from the expansion of 
the theory a quantitative measure can be established in the future. The differences between the metropolitan and 
regional areas were decided using the definition given by the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. 
Metropolitan SME’s consisted of those that were established in the six state capitals, two territory capitals and the four 
large urban centres located close to the state capitals. The data from the SMEs was collected in a two-step process; step 1 
was to interview key informants who had the unique knowledge and were willing to share that knowledge and step 2 a 
multi-case study approach was implemented as this has been advocated by many authors specific to the field of SME 
exports. The key informants were selected by assessing the knowledge they had on each key topic in the interview 
questions. The indicators were measured and based upon the Resource-Based View (RBV) of a firm; competitive rivalry, 
networks, infrastructure/services.  
 
Findings 
 
The first indicator, competitive rivalry, it was suggested that the exporters in regional locations experienced relatively low 
levels of competition in the domestic market. This would indicate that the lack of competition for resources would affect 
the levels of exports. It was found in the research that the level of domestic competition was of little focus for the key 
informants in the industry and instead the focus tended to be more towards international competition. This was also 
agreed upon by the SME’s in the regional areas who agreed that the competition domestically had little effect on their 
ability to export. It was also discovered that the SME’s in regional areas believed that if they were located in a 
metropolitan area that the level of head-hunting for human resources would affect their business and therefore their 
export levels.  
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In the second key indicator it was suggested that the lack of access to formal industry networks would negatively affect 
the regional SME’s.  In the research the majority of key informants did not have a strong opinion on this matter. Only two 
stated that networks in the industry would have a positive effect due to be able to learning from industry leaders. The 
SME’s that were interviewed generally indicated that the level of networks that they established improved the level of 
exports of their business. The main reasons that many did not participate in networking were due to travel restraints and 
distances; which would indicate that they had lack of access to formal industry networks.  
 
The third indicator related to the limited access to the appropriate infrastructure/services having a negative impact on 
the level of exports produced by SME’s. The majority of the key informants agreed that this factor was an important 
factor in the export levels of SME’s in regional areas. It appeared that although government incentives had increased the 
access of export advisors to regional areas they were still a great distance from the SME’s themselves. The lack of access 
to international banking, logistic and legal services was seen as a particularly important factor in determining the level of 
exports a regional SME produced. Another factor related to greater levels of government policies that make it difficult for 
exporters to be located outside of the metropolitan areas, due to quarantine requirements. It is also less viable for an 
exporter to be located in a regional area due to the lack of access to transport resources.  
In short, the data provides support for the propositions that location impacts SME exporters’ access to networks and 
export related infrastructure/services, and in turn export performance. Firms in metropolitan areas have an advantage 
over those in regional areas. However, an important, unexpected finding was that contrary to expectations, the relatively 
lower level of competition in regional areas did not appear to have a negative impact on the export performance of firms 
located in these areas. Similar observations have been made in studies in other countries. Although firms in regional 
locations may seem to have a disadvantage in relation to internationalisation, they also have the psychological advantage 
that due to their remote location, they are already used to seeking their market elsewhere. Forced to “export” to other 
parts of Australia, they may under some conditions also find it easier to transcend the national border.  
 
Although regional SMEs may face resource disadvantages and less local competitive pressure to internationalise, 
examples show that exports can occur from any location – and being used to serving remote customers can even be a 
regional advantage for taking the step to cross the national border. 
 
 
Business and Policy Advice 
 
Although regional SMEs may face resource disadvantages and less local competitive pressure to internationalise, 
examples show that exports can occur from any location – and being used to serving remote customers can even be a 
regional advantage for taking the step to cross the national border. 
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